I first met Carlos Linga in the late summer of 1938 shortly after I arrived in Mexico City for a fourteen months' stay in order to carry out archival research for my doctoral thesis. Before I left Berkeley, Professor Herbert Priestley, then Librarian of the Bancroft Library and Professor of History, told me that he had sent a letter about me to Don Carlos and urged me to be sure to get in touch with him, saying that Don Carlos had been particularly helpful to scholars and graduate students of all nationalities; that I should find him a gracious and charming person to whom I might turn for advice in any difficulties I might encounter, and through whom I might arrange easier access to people I wished to meet. How Professor Priestley had come to know Don Carlos, I do not know, but by 1938 they were old friends. Professor Priestley regularly directed to Don Carlos graduate students from the Berkeley campus carrying out research in Mexico and turned to him from time to time for help in difficult or delicate situations when acquiring materials in Mexico for the Bancroft Library.
Within a few weeks of locating lodging in the Mexican capital and beginning work in the national archive, then housed in the National Palace with access through the presidential Patio de Honor, I telephoned Don Carlos and with two other graduate students from Berkeley went to his apartment to make myself known. He and his wife, Doña Berta, received us cordially. I found him a man in his late fifties or early sixties, blond, of medium height, well-built, of erect posture. Doña Berta, also blond and of medium height, was somewhat heavier relatively but equally erect. What distinguished both most was the exquisite courtesy and friendliness they displayed then and on all subsequent occasions, not merely to friends but also to all people, including their servants. I found that a striking quality in a society marked by great courtesy among equals but much less so toward social or economic inferiors. Most people still addressed servants as tu while insisting upon being addressed by them with the respectful Usted.
In the course of continued acquaintance I found out that Don Carlos had been born in Altona, a suburb of Hamburg but then a separate City in Prussia. Coming of Hamburger ancestry and considering himself a Hamburger despite the Prussian boundary line, Don Carlos felt a passionate loyalty to Hamburg, a loyalty that was confirmed in the years after World War II when Altona became part of the city state of Hamburg. Don Carlos had had an excellent education in Wilhelmine Germany although probably one directed toward a business career. To my knowledge he was fluent in reading, writing, and speaking German, English, French, and Spanish, with a colloquial command of all four. He may have known more languages, but I had no occasion to find out except for the fact that he read Italian. At his choice we usually conversed in English. Doña Berta was equally a linguist.
I further learned that Don Carlos had come to Mexico from Germany as a young man. Thus he had experienced the later years of the Diaz period and all the years of upheaval of the Mexican Revolution. Through all of them he prospered, becoming independently wealthy. When he struck out for himself, he became involved in the raising, processing, and marketing of cane sugar, especially in Sinaloa, where he held land. He had been a major force in organizing the sugar monopoly in Mexico although, being foreign-born and so suspect in the xenophobic atmosphere of the Revolution and subsequent years, he always left the limelight to Mexican figures. Preserving and increasing his wealth in the Mexico of Cárdenas and subsequent presidents must have presented problems as grave as those of the years when Mexico was partitioned among warring governments. Nevertheless, he did so successfully, aided by a steady policy of keeping a low profile even in such matters as household; his was comfortable but, compared to the opulence displayed by wealthy Mexicans, relatively modest.
No scholar himself, Don Carlos had a keen interest in studies in Mexico of archaeology, anthropology, geography, and similar fields. He was an enthusiastic member and at times the Maecenas of the Alexander von Humboldt Society, an organization of German speaking residents in Mexico together with friends of other ethnicities for the study of Mexican anthropology, archaeology, sociology, geography, and other learned fields. Don Carlos saw that the society had funds when its finances ran low and underwrote the printing of at least a number of its publications. Perhaps the most important of these was a periodical of irregular appearance, El México Antiguo. Founded in 1919 by Hermann Beyer, a distinguished German anthropologist teaching at the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, the periodical soon passed to the care of the Humboldt Society. By the 1930s at least Don Carlos was finding the money for printing the journal and working to see that it was provided with articles. After World War II, when sponsorship passed to the Sociedad Alemana Mexicanista, the journal survived under the editorship of Carmen Cook de Leonard, again with Don Carlos lending a helping hand.
More important but also more difficult to identify were the support and encouragement of Don Carlos for learned publishing in the fields that interested him, for visiting students and scholars, and his assistance to learned institutions abroad in locating and collecting Mexicana, for he did not publicize his efforts. I was aware of his kindness and good advice, intervention when necessary, on behalf of myself and other students at the time. He took us to the meetings of the Alexander von Humboldt Society and to those of other societies. He also saw that we met distinguished scholars visiting Mexico with whom he was acquainted. One instance of assistance to a scholar I learned of in later years concerned Dr. Hugo Leicht, at one time Director of the Colegio de la Colonia Alemana de Puebla and Librarian of the Biblioteca Palafoxiana in Puebla. Dr. Leicht, in the course of many years of research, wrote a history in detail of the streets of Puebla, a labor of love, which is a gem of scholarship. Although published in 1934, the book was not issued to the public. When Dr. Leicht decided to return to Germany, then under the Nazi government, he entrusted the entire edition to Don Carlos. Once in Germany, Dr. Leicht disappeared as did so many others without a trace that his friends in Mexico could locate. Don Carlos faithfully preserved the edition until after the war, when, deciding that Dr. Leicht had perished, he released the books for distribution. In the interval, on the plea that the work was too good and too useful to be kept from scholars, I obtained a copy from him for the Bancroft Library. A second edition appeared in Puebla in 1967.
The major passion of Don Carlos was collecting books on Mexico and early editions of the Renaissance which dealt with the New World. When I first knew him in 1938-1939, the parts of his library he kept in Mexico were already impressive; most of his holdings, especially the Renaissance editions, he kept in New York. When I asked him how he had been able to find and acquire many of the rare items he possessed, he answered that during the chaotic years of the Mexican Revolution, many had come on sale; he was on the spot and able to pay. He had also become a dealer in rare books and manuscripts so that, through his trading, he could acquire some of the rare editions he wanted. I remember that he showed me a third edition of Oviedo, itself a rarity, telling me that he planned through trading to exchange it for a second edition or even a first. He detested soiled or worn books. He was willing to use such copies in his book dealing, or if the copy was merely soiled, Doña Berta, a faithful and devoted helpmate, would carefully undo the binding, separate the gatherings, wash them by hand with the finest laundry soap she could find, hang them out to dry, reassemble them, and sew up the binding again. When I asked Doña Berta how the leaves withstood such treatment, she answered that after all the paper was made from rags, which could be washed with little damage, and that the books after such treatment looked like new. The ink of the print underwent no damage. On examining a number of books which she assured me had been so washed, I had to agree. Don Carlos' book dealing and interest in books and manuscripts meant that he was well acquainted with most dealers in Mexico and many abroad. He willingly used these connections to help foreign institutions and scholars in their search for editions and for information. To my knowledge he behaved most generously toward the Bancroft Library and Dr. Herbert Priestley, very often donating copies of new special publications that would have been difficult to obtain and helping in the acquisition of items the Bancroft wanted. There were, of course, other aspects. I served as the embarrassed and amused go-between in one round of jockeying in which Don Carlos tried to convince Dr. Herbert Eugene Bolton, chairman of my dissertation committee, that he ought to buy one Mexican manuscript, as yet unpublished, as essential for his work, and Dr. Bolton's sceptical, polite refusal to buy or recommend purchase by the University of California. All exchanges proceeded with great courtesy between two tough-minded characters. Many years later I encountered the manuscript in the library of another collector, who probably paid more than the price asked of Dr. Bolton.
One aspect of Don Carlos, which at the time very much impressed me but left me with some questions, was a remarkable ability to remain on good terms with the representatives in Mexico of the Nazi government and to play a prominent role in a German community which had split into a pro-Nazi majority (largely through national allegiance) and a bitterly anti-Nazi minority, yet also remain on good terms with the Mexican government, learned circles, and many opponents of fascism. The secret, I suspect, was that he confined himself to his business and to his learned interests. In his dealings with students and scholars, he helped all alike.
In July 1939 I returned to the United States and to the University of California, where I wrote my dissertation. The next years were a period of war and great turmoil which left few lives unchanged. I often wondered what had happened to Don Carlos and Doña Berta, but could get no news. It was not until the summer of 1949, almost exactly ten years later, that I returned to Mexico. I at once looked up Don Carlos in the telephone directory and got in touch with him. He was as cordial as ever and looked unchanged. In answer to my questions, he told me he had retired to Cuernavaca on the outbreak of World War II. In World War I he had supported Germany as far as he was able. In the changed circumstances surrounding World War II he could not support the Nazi government but neither could he bring himself openly to oppose what after all was the government of his country nor his country itself. So he retired to Cuernavaca. Once the war ended, he busied himself sending food packages to German scholars who were in need. He had moved the parts of his library which were in New York to Mexico, lest they be confiscated as alien property by the United States government. (How he managed to avoid confiscation by the Mexican government when Mexico declared war on Germany, I never learned; the answer probably lay in dual citizenship.) The entire library, he had placed for safekeeping in a warehouse of the sugar monopoly, which was always under heavy guard, and in 1949 he lived on the same premises in the Nonoalco section of Mexico City. Aside from comments on the current situation in Mexico, most of our conversations dealt with the stories of German scholars specializing on Latin America and their post-war locations.
My visit to Mexico in 1949 was merely for the summer. In 1951 I was able to come to Mexico to stay for an entire academic year. For the first time I brought my wife, children, and an automobile. We found Don Carlos and Doña Berta in a new location, a comfortable apartment on the Avenida México in the Colonia Roma section of the city. The Lingas received us most hospitably, helped us to locate an apartment, and to eke out its furniture. Doña Berta and my wife found each other pleasant com-pany, so that our visits to the Lingas were complemented by their visits to us. In the course of our conversations Don Carlos confessed that he was spending all of his time building his library and that, since his revenues no longer were sufficient for his purchases, he had put his wife to work supplementing their income. She was the owner of an enterprise in the Colonia Anzures which rented furnished apartments, complete with services, to visiting foreigners for longer or shorter periods as the visitors might desire. These were luxury apartments at high rents. The profits of the business went to Don Carlos for book purchase. With the same view in mind, Doña Berta managed the Linga household with rigid attention to expenses. Once, when the pair came to tea and Don Carlos pronounced himself very much attracted by the Twining's Darjeeling blend we served them, Doña Berta told him firmly that she had bought a two year supply of tea so that any change was out of the question.
It was during this year that Don Carlos told me that, since he and his wife were childless, they had decided to invest virtually all of their wealth in his library and will it to the City of Hamburg. During World War II Hamburg had lost almost all of its extensive holdings on Latin America in the bombings. He proposed a partial replacement through his library. Since the University of Hamburg had accquired the fine library of Georg Friederici upon that scholar's death, the two libraries together would more than make up wartime losses and again leave Hamburg well endowed for Latin American studies. His own library Don Carlos proposed to place in the family house on the Aelsterglacis, which he had bought, and will that too to Hamburg. He did not think that shipping his library from Mexico would be a problem, for the finer parts of it had been brought from New York, with entry licenses to prove it, and so their leaving Mexico would not violate the local laws on exporting items deemed to be part of the national patrimony. In contrast to previous years when all help came from Don Carlos to me, this time I was of some assistance to him in locating missing items of sets published in the United States.
After my family and I returned to California in July 1952, we kept in touch with the Lingas by correspondence. Don Carlos was reaching an advanced age, and the couple finally retired to their house in Cuernavaca. There some years later, Don Carlos died. Doña Berta took his ashes back to Germany to lie in the land he had so deeply loved. In accordance with his wishes and her own she shipped the library to Hamburg, where it lies in the house on the Aelsterglacis as part of the patrimony of Hamburg.
